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MORAL COMPASS

Right and Wrong live on a spectrum,


And anchor the points at each end.



And, if Wrong... but not quite,


Is almost, then, Right,



How close to Wrong makes a sin?

~~~
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When you see that your path leads to trouble,


But your options for changing are gone,



Make a correction,


And alter direction,



To pass on the Right Side of Wrong.
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Cargo Ship Crew Massacred at Port of Baltimore

By Amy DeVito, The Baltimore Marine Courier

BALTIMORE—The Baltimore Police Department’s Marine Unit discovered the mysterious murder of five crew members aboard a Bahamian-flagged cargo ship named the Butterfly early this morning. The ship was anchored in the Chesapeake Bay three miles south of the Dundalk Marine Terminal, where it was scheduled to dock later today. The Maryland Port Authority, in collaboration with the United States Coast Guard and Baltimore Police Department, has launched an intensive investigation into the killings, which have shocked the local waterfront community and left international maritime circles on edge.

The Discovery

Members of the Police Department Marine Unit boarded the vessel at 7:00 AM after receiving a call from Dundalk Marine Terminal officials requesting the unit to investigate. The Butterfly had not responded to routine radio calls from marine terminal employees nor answered either text messages or emails sent to listed crewmember contacts. The Bahamian-registered ship floated at a designated anchorage near the port prior to its 8:00 AM berthing slot at the marine terminal.

According to sources close to the investigation, the first officers to board stumbled on a body in a corridor near the crew’s quarters. Four additional bodies were found in various locations throughout the ship, including the pilothouse and the engine room.

All five victims carried identification matching the names of those listed on the international marine manifest filed in Nassau, the Butterfly home port. The Butterfly carried a cargo of bananas and arrived at anchorage outside of the port of Baltimore late last night after a weeklong voyage from Nassau, Bahamas. Initial reports cite no evidence of any cargo tampering.

Victims and Cause of Death

Details about the victims have not yet been released pending notification of families, but sources indicate all were male Bahamian citizens, ranging in age from twenty-four to fifty-eight. The cause of death for each of the victims has not been officially confirmed, but initial reports suggest that at least some of the crew members suffered violent injuries consistent with stabbing or blunt force trauma.

Baltimore Police Commissioner Michael Harrison addressed the media this afternoon, stating, “This is a tragic and deeply concerning incident. We are treating it as a multiple homicide investigation, and our detectives are working closely with federal agencies, including the FBI and the Coast Guard, to gather all available evidence and determine who is responsible.”

Investigation and Security Concerns

Tugboats pulled the ship to a dock at the Dundalk facility this morning to unload its cargo of fruit, but investigators are treating the vessel as a crime scene and have cordoned off the area around it. Forensic teams are meticulously examining the ship for any clues that could shed light on the sequence of events leading to the murders, and news team cameras recorded video of police K-9 units boarding the Butterfly early in the afternoon.

When asked by a reporter during the press conference whether the crime could be related to a turf war between competing drug cartels, Police Commissioner Harrison dispelled the concern. “Our canine units detected no traces of illegal drugs on the vessel, and we have no reason to believe these murders are cartel-related. The Butterfly makes about six trips per year from the Bahama Islands to deliver bananas farmed there. We are early in our investigation but have not yet discovered a motivation for these horrific murders or any clues that might help us solve them.”

Authorities state that no cargo appears to have been moved from the vessel during the incident. Also, according to one source close to the investigation, the murderers apparently took no money from the wallets of the dead crew members. The same source confirmed that several of the deceased crew still wore gold necklaces and other jewelry when they were discovered.

The incident has raised concerns about port security and the potential for further violence. The Port of Baltimore, one of the busiest and most important maritime facilities on the East Coast, has heightened security measures in response to the incident. All incoming and outgoing vessels are subject to additional inspections, and port employees have been advised to remain vigilant.

International Implications

The murders have sparked international concern, particularly in the Bahamas, where the ship is registered. The Bahamian government has issued a statement expressing its condolences to the families of the victims and has pledged full cooperation with U.S. authorities in the investigation.

“This is a tragic loss of life, and we are committed to ensuring that those responsible are brought to justice,” said a spokesperson for the Bahamian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The ship’s owner, The Bahamas Banana Cooperative, will send a replacement crew to return the vessel to its home port later in the week.

Public Reaction

As news of the murders spread, residents and workers in the Baltimore area expressed shock and disbelief. “I’ve been working at this port for over 20 years, and I’ve never heard of anything like this happening,” said one longshoreman, who wished to remain anonymous. “It’s unsettling to think that something so terrible could happen right here near our docks.”

Authorities have urged anyone with information about the incident to come forward. The investigation remains ongoing, and more details are expected to emerge in the coming days as detectives piece together the circumstances surrounding the shocking crime.
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The intruder removed wire cutters from his backpack and approached the steel mesh fence. Dressed entirely in black to blend into the Caribbean night, the man needed only the light of the full moon to manipulate his tool around the eleven-gauge wire. Insects of an unknown variety serenaded while he worked, accompanied by the occasional shrill cry of tree frogs. In the distance, reflections of stars glittered on an otherwise dark ocean, and a humid breeze accentuated the aroma of island flowers and... bananas.

His walk from the rental vehicle, which he’d left on the road below, had caused him to sweat slightly, and he now wondered why he’d worn the extra clothing. He’d seen neither people nor other vehicles on his short ride to the plantation. Though his pale face might stand out on the island, he doubted he’d encounter any native islanders at this hour of the morning—and he didn’t plan to stay long.

After removing a two-by-three-foot section of mesh, he crawled through the opening and walked toward the grove of banana trees fifty feet in front of him. Perceiving movement near an outbuilding at the edge of the orchard, he stooped in the tall guinea grass to listen. He heard nothing unusual, and reached for the flashlight in his pack, but thought better about using it.

After remaining motionless for nearly ten minutes, he again stood to proceed in the direction of the first row of fruit trees.

Without warning, an enormous floodlight attached to the nearest shed illuminated the area, accompanied by the angry growls of several dogs. He turned to run back to the fence, but a voice from near the building warned him to stop.

“Don’t even think about it, Señor. The dogs will beat you there, and they’re hungry. Remove any weapons you have, then put your hands in the air.”

“I am unarmed,” said the man, raising his arms. He understood now that he likely stepped on a concealed pressure mat system on the property, since he’d noted nothing above ground. He’d clearly triggered a silent alarm, announcing his arrival, and now cursed himself. “I’m a scientist doing research and perhaps have gotten the wrong plantation.”

A group of men rose from the grass to his right and left and surrounded him. Three held leashes with ferocious-looking German Shepherds anxious to be set free. The men without canine partners held various weapons, including machetes, pole pruners, and long knives. None had a gun.

A tall man with a flashlight approached the captured trespasser from behind them. “We don’t get too many scientists around here,” he said. “Especially ones conducting analysis at two in the morning. Do you always cut through the security fencing of your host sites?”

“I’m sorry,” said the intruder. “Sometimes that’s easier than disturbing an owner at this hour. I’ll repair the fence.”

“That’s generous of you,” said the man with the flashlight, “but I think your activities require a little more conversation.” He turned to a man without a dog and said, “Diego, remove the man’s backpack and retrieve his phone and wallet.”

When Diego delivered the articles, the man holding the light said, “OK. Relax your arms and come with me.”

“Wait a minute,” said the trespasser. “Are you arresting me?”

“No, not at all. I’m inviting you to a meeting inside my house. Would you rather stay here?”

“I’d prefer to compensate you for the damage to your fence, then return to my vehicle.”

Several around him chuckled, and the ones holding dogs were pulled closer to him by their lunging animals.

The tall man in charge watched the activity silently for a few moments before answering. “Your choice. Good luck.” Then he turned and began walking to his residence.

As his captors and their dogs tightened their circle around him, the intruder screamed, “Wait! Stop! You can’t just leave me here. These men will probably kill me!”

The owner of the plantation stopped and returned to the trespasser. “You’re wrong, sir. I can leave you here, and will if you make that choice. It’s true that neither those who surround you nor their pets like you, because they work on this property and make their homes in this village. Perhaps overzealous in their desire to protect their source of income, and what they own, they aren’t fond of trespassers. Gentle people occupy our peaceful island, but Oculto can be dangerous for any who threaten us. I’ll allow you one more opportunity to change your mind about meeting me inside.”

“OK,” said the disgruntled man, making the only choice that seemed likely to offer survival.

The men with dogs stayed behind as the owner walked with his new guest toward the dwelling.

When they reached a side entrance, the owner led the trespasser through the door and invited him to sit at a table inside. “Would you like some water or juice?” he asked.

“How long do you intend to detain me, and what do you plan to do to me?”

“You’ll remain here as long as you choose, and I intend to ask you questions. I keep no guns in this residence and have left the door unlocked.”

“Funny,” said the intruder, “except your killers outside wait for me if I choose to leave.”

The home’s owner stared at his guest for an uncomfortable moment before responding. “You make it difficult for me to treat you hospitably with your insinuations. You’re correct, however, that if you depart my home, I can no longer assist with any prejudices you’ve created with members of our local community. Like you, I’m not an indigenous Caribbean. I’m African American and come from Cincinnati, but I’ve adapted to the culture and customs here. The people you met earlier this evening accepted me on their island, and I’ve rewarded them with unusual employment opportunities. They know why you’re here, and have valid reasons to dislike you.”

“So, if I don’t give you what you want, you’ll allow them to murder me?”

“I won’t allow them to do anything. I have no control over their choice of actions. On a tiny dot of land in the middle of an enormous ocean, people survive by depending on each other. They work together to eat, and the islanders have little patience for laziness or thievery. When nature threatens their existence, they fight as a team to prevail—and if someone from outside the community endangers their way of life, they react in the same manner. I didn’t create your current predicament, and I can take no responsibility for how you might resolve it if you don’t follow my recommendation. I reiterate, I’m not detaining you. You may leave at any time.”

The trespasser, sensing his situation’s futility and poor position in the debate, grunted and settled back in the chair. “What do you propose?” he asked.

“That we have a short conversation this evening, followed by a few hours of rest. By tomorrow, I’ll have a better plan for you, which we’ll discuss in the morning. Would you like a drink now? I’m getting water for myself before we start.”

“Water will be fine if it comes in a bottle. The pilot warned me about drinking the local water.”

“Excellent advice. Was that Ricardo, who owns the Piper Meridian at our landing strip?”

“Yes. Do you know him?”

“Of course. We live on a small cay. I’m guessing you rented either his CJ-5 or the Subaru to drive here?”

“The Jeep. Are those the only two vehicles available to rent on the island?”

“Yes. Wait here a moment, and I’ll bring back the water.”

The residence owner returned and placed two glasses filled with ice and a liter bottle on the table. After twisting the cap from the bottle, he poured the liquid into the glass. “We also make the ice from bottled water.”

The stranger thanked him and took a long sip. He remained quiet, waiting for his captor’s first question.

“Do you know who I am?”

“I presume, Mr. Jay, the proprietor of the banana plantation.”

“Correct. My name is Teddy Jay, and you may call me Teddy. I own the business but not the property it sits on. Do you know who owns the Cay?”

“Someone told me the heirs of some rich family in Singapore own the island in some kind of trust. None of that had anything to do with my job, and I didn’t listen carefully to the details.”

“So far, you are doing well. I must warn you I have no tolerance for dishonesty, and you already have one strike against you based on your answer to my inquiry near the banana grove. Do you follow baseball?”

“I go to a few O’s games every summer.”

“Good. Then you know what happens on three strikes.”

“Yes.”

Teddy retrieved the man’s wallet from the backpack Diego had taken from him. After checking several other zippered compartments, he found a leather-bound passport holder. He compared the Virginia driver’s license found in the wallet to the passport, then said, “My next question should be easy. Can you remember your name?”

“Jack Walker,” said the man.

“Hmm,” said Teddy, unconvinced. “Tell ya’ what, Jack. I’m gonna stop the questions for the night and let you think about that answer. You’ve had a long day. Maybe we’ll start over with the same question in the morning. Sleep on it. There’s a bedroom with an attached bathroom through the door to your right, and I’ve put fresh towels on the bed. It’s after three now, so let’s not plan to meet until nine tomorrow morning. I’ll bring down coffee and breakfast sandwiches.” Without waiting for the man who might have been Jack Walker to reply, Teddy rose and started for the stairs, taking the empty water glasses with him.

“Do you mind if I lock the door to the outside?” yelled the man still seated at the table.

Teddy stopped and smiled. “Of course. You may also bolt the door to the bedroom from the inside.”

***
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Teddy peeked into the master bedroom.

His partner, Muri, sat up in the king-sized bed. “Is everything OK, TJ? It’s late.”

“Yes, Muri, we’re fine. The visitor caught breaking through the fence wasn’t unexpected, and we had what we needed to contain him. He’ll sleep in the room on the first floor, and I’ll meet with him again in the morning. I have a few more things to do in the office, so don’t worry if I don’t return to bed.”

Teddy lived with his female companion of thirty years in the property’s spacious plantation home. During the first two decades of their relationship, Teddy had been only a part-time visitor to the islands. His primary business interests in the United States occupied most of his time, and he used the Bahamian cay for his much-needed but infrequent relaxation breaks.

The couple’s daughter, Ayana, had resulted from one of these, and she now lived in the apartment over the plantation’s main office. Ayana graduated from Duke University in North Carolina and earned a law degree from the Norman Manley Law School in Jamaica. Besides handling the legal affairs of the plantation, she helped her parents with the daily management of the successful agricultural business.

Teddy’s office resembled a spaceship command center, with three large-screen monitors hanging over a console of hard drives, printers, and internet equipment. A leather-cushioned rolling chair sat in front of the expansive desk, and the floor-to-ceiling windows on the adjacent wall offered an elevated view of the entire property. Few farming businesses in the world had as sophisticated an administrative facility as this one—or needed one. Teddy performed more duties in this space than managing a banana plantation, though.

He placed the water glass his guest had used on the desk and retrieved a small jar from a drawer beneath one printer. Using a soft brush from the pencil tray, he lightly dusted the outer surface of the container. Under the fluorescent glow from the adjustable lamp, distinct fine ridges outlining a fingerprint showed clearly on the glass. He pulled the Sony ZV-1 camera, mounted on a reciprocating arm attached to the desk’s side, close to the glass and snapped several pictures. After typing a command on the keyboard, he glanced at the center monitor, where the first of the digital images appeared. He picked the clearest of the four shots taken, magnified it, and saved it to his desktop.

Teddy retrieved his cell phone from a pocket, then set it on the desk and thought for a moment. 3:30 AM occurred in the Bahamas Islands at the same time it did in New York City, not a reasonable hour to contact someone for a favor—usually. On the other hand, he had limited time to glean as much critical information as possible from the man sleeping downstairs.

The intruder’s trespassing mattered little to Teddy, but the minor infraction represented a small part of a bigger crime that might marshal engagement from high levels of United States-based enforcement. Teddy had recently performed several significant behind-the-scenes favors for the person he now considered calling, and he thought she would understand the level of urgency. “Sorry,” he muttered to himself as he dialed the number.

After four rings, a grumpy female voice responded. “This better be good, Teddy.”

“It probably isn’t that good, Alice, and I apologize. I caught someone breaking through the fence around my property this evening, and suspect his mission relates to what happened on the Butterfly last month. I’m hoping I can convince the man to provide key information to me later this morning.”

“Do the police have him now?”

“No,” said Teddy. “He’s sleeping in one of my extra bedrooms downstairs.”

“Hmm. What am I missing here? You apprehended a trespasser red-handed, and you’re allowing him to stay with you overnight?”

“Yes. I gave him the choice of joining me for a meeting voluntarily, or simply leaving the property.”

“So, why wouldn’t he choose to leave?”

“I think he was concerned the men and dogs surrounding him might not let him make it back to his car after I left them.”

“I see,” she said. “What do you need from me?”

“I have a high-resolution photograph of the man’s fingerprint from a water glass he used. If I send that to you, could you have a duty officer run it through the database?”

“I assume you mean right now?”

“Yes. Sorry. I plan to speak with the man again in about four hours.”

“Send it to me, and I’ll call someone at the Criminal Justice Information Center. No court will accept an unofficially procured print, but we can check for matches in the database with a high-quality photo. You remember nobody left any prints on the Butterfly, don’t you?”

“I do,” said Teddy, “and I don’t think my trespasser had anything to do with what happened in Baltimore. I’m certain the same people who directed the attack on my ship also sent this burglar to my property, though. They didn’t recover the powder they sought on the ship, so they sent someone down here to steal one of the plants the root extract comes from.”

“We talked about this after the Butterfly incident,” said Alice. “You’re pretty sure AgFeed Industries executive Edward Roth is behind this, right?”

“I am. Maybe his boss as well, AgFeed’s CEO.”

“Right, Senge Orsini. Except, I can’t imagine someone at his level in industry getting his hands dirty in something as criminal as this.”

“Orsini recruited Roth away from Macon Pharmaceuticals because the Alzheimer’s drug Macon developed will be worth billions of dollars once it achieves FDA approval. The pharma company invested heavily in my farming cooperative to refine the key botanical ingredient for the drug, and when Roth defected from Macon, he took the formula for the new medicine with him. Unfortunately, the formula he stole doesn’t work without the root extract from the unique hybrid plant we grow on Oculto. I have repeatedly refused to provide AgFeed with the powder, so Roth is desperate to steal a sample. He hopes his scientists may reverse engineer the plant’s properties to beat Macon to market with the Alzheimer’s medicine.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time that range of financial gain made normally honorable people corrupt,” said Alice, “but exercise caution in your assumptions. A specific formula will derive only one correct answer, but the same answer can come from many different formulas. Given your personal history and situation, my agency must exercise caution in how we help you. On the other hand, the murder of five crewmen of a foreign-flag vessel docked in an American port constitutes an international incident warranting the full catalog of our resources. We’ll do whatever is necessary to achieve justice for these crimes.”

“I understand,” said Teddy, “and we share the same goal.”

“OK. I’ll see what I can do about the fingerprint.”

“Thanks, Alice.”

Special Agent-In-Charge Alice Harbison now managed the New York City Field Office for the FBI, but before her promotion to that position, she oversaw a top-secret task force assigned to address human trafficking. Her multi-agency unit had recently succeeded in shutting down the largest criminal organization in the trade, and one of her most important responsibilities in her new position as SAC NYC included freezing the financial assets held in large offshore bank accounts by the trafficking syndicate.

Teddy had provided vital assistance in that effort. His past profession and network of associations made him a subject matter expert in methods for hiding money, and he provided deep cover services for several federal agencies. He’d neither requested nor received compensation for his consulting, but it afforded him unusual access to high-level enforcement sources.

The FBI’s Criminal Justice Information Services (CJIS), located in Clarksburg, West Virginia, maintained the most extensive criminal database in the world. If the man sleeping in his extra bedroom downstairs had a criminal record under any name or alias, the pertinent information would likely exist in the CJIS archives. Once Teddy established the man’s history, he felt certain he could encourage the trespasser’s cooperation.

Satisfied he could do no more to prepare for his next conversation with the intruder, he turned his computer off. As he headed toward the door, he stopped to gaze at a bulletin board where he’d pinned random favorite snapshots. Muri appeared in many, as did his daughter, Ayana.

One recent picture showed the crew of his cargo vessel, the Butterfly, posing proudly in front of their ship. Teddy winced and closed his eyes tightly as he remembered the men. The young captain, Anthony Jenkins, wore a uniform with epaulets attached to the shoulders indicating his rank, and his arms stretched over those of the men on each side of him.

Teddy glanced to the right of this photo at another of Tony. In this one, he stood smiling in swimming trunks, between another similarly attired man and woman. Teddy pulled the pin holding the image to the bulletin board and examined it closer, thinking.

Finally, as he returned the snapshot to its place, he muttered through a tightened jaw, “Don’t worry, Sam and Trevor. I’m going to find them!”

​
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Teddy’s phone dinged at 7:30 AM with a text message:


Check your email.



Teddy opened his computer and downloaded an attachment found in a CJIS email forwarded from Special Agent-In-Charge Harbison.

The fingerprint on the photo he’d sent her matched one in the database for a criminal named Harold Stinson. The man, thirty-four years old from Texas, had served two years of a five-year sentence for accessory to auto theft. More importantly, his file listed an outstanding warrant for attempted bank robbery. Local police in Houston lifted a print from a gun dropped on the sidewalk by a wounded suspect in a failed robbery attempt. Officers caught two of the three fleeing suspects, but the wounded one escaped. That incident occurred four years ago.

Teddy placed the report in a blank folder and called a farm supervisor he suspected would soon pass through the small village on his way to work.

“Hey, Miguel, do me a favor on your way in. Stop at Rosie’s and pick up breakfast enchiladas, mango juices, and coffee. Get some for yourself as well. Tell Rosie I’ll pay her later today. Then, visit Dory’s Merchandise next door and purchase a couple size large floral shirts, baggy shorts, and flip-flops. If they have sneakers, add a pair of size tens—better make those ten and a half. I have an account there. Thanks.”

He sent a quick note to Harbison to thank her, then walked down the hall toward the master bedroom. Muri met him coming out the door, worried he hadn’t slept.

“I’m OK. I took a three-hour nap on the sofa. After a shower, I’ll head downstairs. If Miguel shows up with food, tell him to drop it by the side door.”

His guest already sat at the table by the time Teddy came down the stairs. Still dressed in the black attire from the previous evening, his hair appeared wet, indicating he’d showered.

“Good morning. Did you sleep well?” asked Teddy.

“Maybe a couple of hours.”

“That will help, because today might be long for you, depending on our conversation this morning. Allow me to check the door. One of my employees may have dropped some breakfast there.”

Miguel’s packages lay neatly stacked outside the door, and Teddy brought them inside. He set two bottled juices on the table with the enchiladas, and took the coffees to the microwave on the counter to reheat. When he returned with the steaming cups, he also carried a small tray holding a bowl with packets of raw sugar and a carton of half-and-half.

“Help yourself,” he said. “The enchiladas contain fried eggs and local ham. The mango juice in the bottles comes from an island producer. I also had my friend purchase some more appropriate clothing for you. You look like Spider-Man in your burglary outfit.”

The man couldn’t restrain himself from devouring the first enchilada in several bites, and opened the wrapper for an additional one. After finishing half of it, the stranger—one Harold Stinson—took his first sip of coffee, eased back into his chair for the first time, and said, “Excellent coffee. Is it also a local product?”

“Almost,” said Teddy. “It comes from another nearby cay.”

“Well, thanks for breakfast, but something tells me this might be the most pleasant part of my day. What happens now?”

“This could represent the most relaxing part of your day, but your journey to a safer place won’t be so unpleasant.”

“OK, so tell me your plan.”

“What I have in mind still depends on your answers to my questions, and you always have the opportunity to leave my house anytime.”

“So your butchers outside may do your justice? That isn’t much of an option.”

“Your consistent lack of appreciation for my generous hospitality offends me, sir, and I’m inclined to return you immediately to Ricardo’s plane so you can depart the island. I’ll deliver you in my car to ensure your safety until you’re off Oculto. Will that be satisfactory to you?”

The man stared at Teddy, seeming stunned. “Why would you do that?”

“Because you have succeeded in pissing me off with your insults and stupidity, and I don’t care about you anymore. How long will you remain alive if you travel back to the United States? You failed in your mission, and we recorded your activities during the short time you visited. When you stepped on the pressure mat outside my fence, it alerted someone in our village to launch a drone with a video camera. An additional notification came to my house, and the men with the dogs who surrounded you received a third one last evening. You now present a severe liability to those who sent you here, and they’ll prefer that you never have an opportunity to testify against them. However, I have no more time to waste with you.” Teddy stood. “Let’s go!”

The man didn’t move. “I’m sorry. Can you tell me your other option?”

“Will you now answer my questions honestly?”

“Yes.”

Teddy returned to his seat in front of the trespasser. “Tell me your name.”

The man flushed. “You have my identification, and I told you last night. Jack Walker.”

Teddy rose from the table again and said, “I think we’re done here. I’ll take you to the airport now.”

“But what about the other option?” asked the intruder nervously.

“I warned you about the requirement for honesty, and your name isn’t Jack Walker. It’s Harold Stinson, so let’s go.”

The man didn’t move. “That’s only two strikes, and you told me I would get three. How did you find out my name?”

Teddy leaned over the table, moving his face close to Stinson. “I have extremely well-informed sources I’m unwilling to share with you, but I’ll honor my commitment about three strikes. I have a list of questions for you, and I already know the answers to some. You should exercise care to avoid another mistake.”

“OK.”

“Where does the name Jack Walker come from? Neither the license nor the passport appears forged.”

“That’s my girlfriend’s husband.”

“Where’s he?” asked Teddy.

“Don’t know for sure. The dumb shit took his undersized boat fishing in the Atlantic one day and never came back. His wife waited a while to see if he’d return, and almost filed the paperwork to collect the insurance on the boat. Then, his military pension check came in the mail, and she decided she didn’t need to report him missing.”

“As the widow, she’d still qualify for his benefits.”

“Maybe, but she wasn’t confident about that. They married in Mexico on a whim, and she wondered about the validity of the marriage certificate. Jack was adopted and had no living relatives, so nobody missed him but the neighbors. She solved that by selling the house in Virginia Beach and moving into a doublewide in Bowie, Maryland.”

“Interesting,” said Teddy. “Walker’s photos on the two documents look a lot like you.”

“That’s what Sandie said when I met her at a country-western bar in Maryland. That’s my girlfriend’s name—Sandie. Her husband had renewed the passport a couple of years before he disappeared, and the new driver’s license arrived in the mail a few days before Sandie’s move to Bowie.”

“The passport will expire in three years. What then?”

“I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it—if I come to it.”

“Is the scar on your right arm from Houston?” asked Teddy.

“Yeah. That was a close call. I haven’t been in any trouble since then,” said Stinson.

“Until now, but Houston still has an outstanding warrant for you?”

“I don’t plan to go anywhere near there soon.”

“You don’t have to. Attempted armed bank robbery is a federal crime, so you only need to leave a careless fingerprint someplace, like you did last night, for someone to catch you.”

Stinson glared at Teddy and took a long pull on his coffee. “If you have a point in your interrogation other than demonstrating I’m an inept criminal, let’s get to it. As much as I love the game of baseball, I’d prefer to swing and miss than to die of boredom.”

Teddy smiled. “Sorry. I’m interested in keeping you safe, because you can assist me in destroying a corrupt business. Let’s continue with a few more questions, and then we’ll discuss how we can remove you from your present danger. Who’s your employer?”

“Freestate Investigations. Howard Elway owns it.”

“Who hired Freestate for this job?”

“Elway doesn’t share that kind of information with me, but I’m pretty sure it’s somebody who works for AgFeed Industries.”

“Has your firm had other dealings with AgFeed?”

Stinson hesitated and took another sip of coffee. “Howard asked me several weeks ago if I had contacts who might perform a bigger operation than the ones we generally handle. We chase cheating husbands and take videos. Sometimes, we break into private property to retrieve evidence—or plant it—but we stay away from violence. The person who contacted Howard wanted a reference for someone more comfortable with something more aggressive.”

“My friends worked as crewmembers on the Bahamian Cargo Lines vessel, Butterfly,” said Teddy. “They were hard-working men with families, senselessly slaughtered for nothing more than corporate greed. Reports indicate several of the crew sustained excruciating torture before their death, and the perpetrators retrieved nothing of value from the ship. Did you provide the necessary introduction to your boss for AgFeed to contract these assassins?”

Stinson dropped his head into his hands. “I don’t know who ultimately committed the crime. I only gave Howard two names of people I thought would perform such a mission for the right money. A week after the incident, Howard put an envelope on my desk containing $5,000. He told me the money represented my share of the finder’s fee. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you for your honesty. Write down the names of the two references you provided. Why did AgFeed choose Freestate for the initiative on my plantation, versus the same outfit they contracted for the Butterfly?”

“I can’t answer that,” said Stinson. “Maybe the group they hired for the boat thing scared the AgFeed executive. I don’t know.”

“Well,” said Teddy, contemplating Stinson, “when you don’t return to the States with the plant you failed to steal, your boss might find himself in a distressing situation. He’ll represent an inconvenient loose end for AgFeed to address. That’s his problem, though. Let’s discuss yours.”

“Good. So, I didn’t strike out?”

“Nope, but you’re still at the plate. We need to remove you from the game you’re in and hide you in the dugout. You can’t go back, and you can’t stay here, so I have a friend who’ll take you to Tiburon Cay today. The island is only accessible by boat and sparsely populated, so any stranger who might come for you there will stand out. You’ll work on a small banana farm, which is part of my agricultural cooperative, until it’s safe for you to return home.”

“Wait a minute,” cried Stinson. “You’re sentencing me to hard labor in an island prison? What kind of justice is that for the information I’ve given you?”

Teddy stared at the man, saying nothing. His eyes flashed anger, but he allowed a moment to regain control of his emotions before speaking. “Your consistent ingratitude astounds me. I doubt you’ll live long if you return to the States, or if the people you work for find you here. I didn’t put you into this predicament, you did, but I’m attempting to extricate you in the only way I can. Most people in your severe circumstances would not protest a temporary exile to an island paradise, and I couldn’t care less whether you work there or not. That’s your choice, but people work to eat on the islands. The considerate inhabitants of the island will not share their food if you don’t agree to share their labor. I’m busy and can’t afford to waste more time with you, so if you’d like me to take you back to Ricardo’s airplane, let’s go. We’ll pick up your rental car where you left it on the road on the way.”

“You keep doing that,” spat Stinson. “Threatening me with choices you know I can’t take. I’m getting tired of it.”

“And I’m tired of you. Every choice I’ve given you will keep you alive. If you have a better alternative, take it. I’m not stopping you.”

Again defeated, Stinson pinched the bridge of his nose in thought. “Where is this island?”

“Four hours away from here by boat, and you’ll leave in an hour. Here’s your wallet.”

“What about my phone?”

“I’ll keep it until you establish yourself safely at the new location. After that, I’ll toss it into the lagoon. I’m certain your company installed a tracking application on the device alerting them of your location. You can purchase another phone later.”

Stinson thumbed through his wallet to ensure his identification remained inside. “Did you take four hundred dollars as a service fee?” he asked. “I had nine hundred dollars last night, and now I count only five hundred.”

“You reserved Ricardo’s services for a roundtrip flight to this island, but you only paid him for the first leg. You owe him for the second leg because he couldn’t take other reservations for today.”

“I worried about trusting him for the return flight if I paid in advance.”

“I understand, but Ricardo held up his end of the bargain. Now, you have to honor yours.”

***
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Before leaving with Stinson, Teddy visited Muri upstairs. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” he said. “I’m taking our guest to the airport to settle his bill with Ricardo, and then dropping him at the marina.”

“Where are you sending him?” asked Muri.

“Tiburon. It’s the safest place I can think of to stash him.”

Muri gawked in surprise for a moment. “If my niece suspects this man had anything to do with what occurred on the Butterfly, I disagree that her island is safe for him. You know her nickname among the islanders, don’t you?”

“No Te Metas?” Teddy chuckled. “Yes, I’ve heard people call her that.”

“I believe the English translation of the phrase might use stronger language than, ‘Don’t mess with me.’ At any rate, she’s a strong young woman who idolized her older brothers, and I wouldn’t count on her to exercise restraint to determine one’s killer.”

“I wouldn’t either,” said Teddy, “and that’s why I think Tiburon Cay presents the most secure place I could possibly keep Stinson. Samantha understands the man is currently our only link to whoever executed the massacre on our boat. She won’t let anything happen to him.”

Muri’s eyes narrowed, and she knitted her brows in concentration as she considered Teddy’s theory. “Perhaps,” she agreed finally. “Does our trespasser know Sam’s brother captained the Butterfly?”

“Nope. He understands I’m taking him to a remote island where he’ll remain sheltered until I need him for possible testimony. I’ve warned him he’ll have to earn food and board on Tiburon by working on the banana plantation.”

“That should be interesting.”

***
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As he followed Stinson to the airport, where the burglar would return the rented vehicle, Teddy mentally reviewed the recent dialogue with Muri and smiled. He loved the woman, which meant, by extension, he loved her family. Sometimes, though, contemplating her convoluted family tree made him dizzy.

Samantha Jenkins, known to some as No Te Metas, managed farming activities on Tiburon Cay. Her mother had been Muri’s older sister. Roma married a slick young drug courier after becoming pregnant with his baby, and the man died during a violent gang confrontation. The gangster’s older brother Isaac, the hard-working caretaker for Tiburon’s agricultural plantation, relocated Roma and her baby to his home to care for them.

Isaac Jenkins married Roma two years after bringing her to Tiburon. The pair then provided younger siblings for Roma’s son, Trevor, when they added half-brother Anthony and half-sister Samantha to the Jenkins family.

Such eclectic and blended families might not represent the norm in the islands, but they weren’t uncommon, and people traditionally accepted them without unnecessary or meaningless philosophical prejudice. Caribbeans seemed to understand better than most that hearts could create stronger bonds than either blood or paper.

Where you came from wasn’t nearly as important as where you headed; who your parents were mattered less than who you’d parent; and what you might become trumped what you’d been.

Teddy embraced the distinctive societal ideology and relished his residence in it.

​
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Chapter 3 ​
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Special Agent Marina Butnari sat with her partner, Doug Hill, in the Sensitive Compartmentalized Information Facility (SCIF) of the Reno Resident Office of the FBI. Their boss, Special Agent-In-Charge Jim Davison, had requested the meeting, and they wondered about its purpose.

Collaterally assigned to a top-secret, multi-agency task force specifically commissioned to address human trafficking, the two agents had played critical roles in a mission that severely debilitated the most prominent international criminal organization participating in the trade. That occurred six months ago, and since then, their assignments had been significantly more mundane—and unexciting.

When their boss entered the room, Hill and Butnari rose.

“Sit down, sit down,” said Davison. “I spoke with a friend of yours yesterday who requested I allow you two to assist her with something. SAC Harbison says hello, by the way.”

“From what I read in the news, she doesn’t need much help with anything,” answered Butnari. “She’s frozen over a billion dollars of Santu-related offshore financial assets, and confiscated another five hundred million.”

“She’s an Agency rock star, for sure, but she’s had some assistance we’re not allowed to talk about. That’s the reason she called. One of her secret resources has a problem. The issue might eventually evolve naturally into our jurisdiction, but it hasn’t reached that level yet. Alice hopes to get ahead of it while keeping our initial involvement under the radar.”

“Does this have anything to do with Operation Night Landing, the human trafficking task force?” asked Hill.

“No,” said Davison, “and it also has nothing to do with her source’s assistance relating to offshore banking.”

Davison didn’t say more, and Butnari asked, “What then?”

“Bananas.”

“Excuse me, “said Hill. “Did you say bananas?”

“Yes, and I’ll leave it at that for now. We’ve scheduled the Las Vegas Agency Citation to fly to LaGuardia tomorrow afternoon on other business. I can have it make a pickup here in Reno if you two agree to visit Harbison in New York. She’ll provide more details.”

Butnari glanced at her partner. “I hope Tati and Henrietta won’t mind too much if we miss cards tomorrow evening.”

“They won’t,” said Hill. “The wine is more important to them than the cards, and they don’t need us for that.”

Focusing back on Davison, Butnari asked, “How many days should we pack for?”

“To be safe, maybe five. I’m not sure where you might go after New York.”

“Perhaps someplace with bananas?” asked Hill.

Davison smiled. “Could be.”

***
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Marina Butnari had arrived at Dulles airport years earlier from Moldova as a victim of human trafficking. She accompanied her childhood friend and now life partner, Tatiana.

A dramatic rescue coordinated by the FBI and the Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agency (ICE) resulted in T-Visas for the young women, and Marina completed a college degree, which she began in her home country, at Florida International University. After graduation, the FBI accepted her into their training program at Quantico, and she had now performed as a superstar agent for five years.

Her professional partner, Doug Hill, six years her senior, took a longer route to career recognition at the Agency. After a promising start, Hill allowed an alcohol problem to derail his career. The FBI provided him with an unusual second chance, sending him to a rehab facility in Northern Virginia. The Baltimore Police officer who had arrested him for the DUI, Henrietta Mendoza, checked on Hill frequently during his rehabilitation, and the two married before Hill’s assignment to Reno.

After excelling at a desk job at the Agency’s Criminal Justice Information Services Division in West Virginia, the FBI promoted Hill to the select Operations Night Landing task force, partnering him with Butnari. The pair’s positive contributions during the recent mission to destroy the Santu syndicate established them as an elite team among their peers.

***
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Captain Pinder met Teddy and Stinson on a pier floating inside the inlet sheltering the Marsh Harbor Boatyard from the Atlantic Ocean. His fishing vessel, the Maybe Tomorrow, rocked gently behind him, attached by two lines to the wooden structure. A young boy, perhaps fourteen, waited on the vessel’s aft deck as Pinder greeted their guests.

“Mr. Jay!” exclaimed the well-leathered brown man. “Good to see you! I’ve recently seen blue marlin cresting the waters off North Point, and you’re overdue for a deepwater excursion.”

“You’re right, Paulie. I am, and maybe I can find a day this month, but we both have more important things to do this week. This is my friend, Jack Walker, and I need you to deliver him very privately to Tiburon Cay today.”

“Miguel told me that on the phone. I assume you already spoke with Sam?”

“Yes. She expects Mr. Walker, and he’ll start working on the farm tomorrow.”

Paulie gazed at Walker for a moment and smiled. “Sam will have him in shape in no time.”

Walker didn’t laugh. “How long will the trip take?” he asked. “I’m prone to sea sickness.”

“Don’t worry, sir,” said the affable Paulie. “With a westerly wind, our voyage should take less than four hours. Also, the water remains mostly calm today.”

The favorable news didn’t comfort Walker, who appeared queasy as he stepped onto the stern of the boat. He told Teddy and Paulie, “I never learned to swim.”

“No problem at all,” said the captain. “You wouldn’t want to swim in the waters we’ll travel anyway. Too many sharks.”

Walker gave Teddy one last panicked glance, and Teddy said, “You’ll be fine, Walker. Take a long nap in the salon, and you’ll arrive on Tiburon before you know it.”

***
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Captain Paulie departed for the flying bridge, and the young deckhand released the two lines holding the vessel to the dock. The boat briefly drifted until the roar of two powerful diesel engines filled the air. Then, it headed slowly out of the protected inlet toward the rolling Atlantic Ocean beyond.

Walker sat in one of the two swiveling chairs attached to the aft deck, across from the deckhand, who stationed himself on the fishing boxes near the stern.

“Do you speak English?” he asked.

“Yes,” answered the youth. “Do you speak Spanish?”

“No. What’s your name?”

“I am Diego. What should I call you?”

“Jack will be fine. Have you made this trip before?”

“I’ve visited Tiburon one other time. Usually, my uncle and I accompany tourists for fishing excursions within fifty miles of Oculto.”

“So, Paulie is your uncle?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve never heard of Tiburon Cay. Is it part of the Bahamas?”

“Yes, but it is a private island. Very small. Have you seen the Latin entertainer Estelle Mendez?”

“Maybe, but I couldn’t name one of her songs,” said Walker.

“She doesn’t sing,” said Diego. “She’s a movie star, and wealthy. She owns Tiburon Cay.”

“What about this Sam I’m supposed to work for? The name made me think it was a man, but Mr. Jay referred to her as a ‘she.’”

“Right. Sam isn’t a guy. She runs the banana farm on the island. Her grandfather owned the land before Ms. Mendez, and part of the deal when he sold it allowed his heirs to continue to farm forty acres of it until the last of his great-grandchildren’s children died.”

“Interesting. How often does the movie star come?”

“Three or four months of the year, and many holidays and weekends. She’s a nice woman, popular among Sam’s employees who live on Tiburon. Some of them work for her to help maintain the property, and many provide services when she hosts big functions.”

“What about Sam? Is she also a nice woman?”

“I’ve only met her once,” said Diego. “She seemed OK, and her employees respect her.”

Diego said no more, but Walker sensed the youth knew more. “Does that mean her people respect her... or fear her?”

“I can’t say, but our community in the Bahamas is small, and people talk. Her nickname is No Te Metas.”

“Notay what?”

“Three words in Spanish: No, Te, Metas. In English, it means, Don’t Mess, but among the people of the islands, it’s a warning to steer clear—don’t try anything—don’t underestimate.”

“Wonderful,” said Walker unenthusiastically.

***
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Walker attempted to nap in the salon, but the boat’s movements caused by the gentle swells nauseated him, so he retreated to the open air and asked Diego if he could join the captain on the fishing bridge.

“Certainly, amigo. My uncle will enjoy the company. Be careful climbing the ladder.”

Topside, Paulie greeted his guest jovially. “Hello, Mr. Walker. Have you enjoyed our cruise so far?”

“I’ll be glad when it’s over,” said Walker, “and you can call me Jack. How much longer?”

“An hour, maybe an hour and a half. You can see the island in the distance just off the starboard side.”

Walker peered where Paulie pointed and saw a pinprick of land on the vast ocean. “Why do we steer to the left of it?”

“Ah,” said the captain, “the current here pushes us southward. The wind currently does the same, so we adjust to the whims of Mother Nature. She rules.”

“You must have been doing this for a long time,” said Walker.

“Yes,” said Paulie. “This is my father’s boat, almost fifty years old. I began traveling with him on it as a child, and have traveled without him for twenty years now. His brother’s grandson, Diego, has kept me company for the past two years. Someday, he will own the Maybe Tomorrow, because I have no children.”

“Your nephew says you usually host fishing enthusiasts.”

“We perform many duties with the vessel, but we mostly fish. Numerous varieties of game fish live in the waters around the islands, and the environmental conditions remain nearly ideal for most seasons of the year in the Bahamas.”

“Right,” said Walker. “Diego told me a little about the woman I’ll work for on the island. She seems an interesting individual. Do you know her?”

Paulie glanced at his guest, then back to the ocean before him. “No, I don’t, and I would guess few do. I’ve met her, however, many times.”

Walker waited for Paulie to continue. He didn’t, so Walker said, “Your nephew told me her nickname, No Te Metas. Why do people call her that?”

The captain turned toward his passenger, no longer smiling. “You’ll work for her soon enough. Ask her.”

“I’ve been around a while, Captain, and my gut tells me your advice isn’t prudent. What is your friend Teddy’s relationship with Ms. Sam?”

“My business doesn’t require me to know the relationships of all who live on the islands, only to perform the functions customers pay me to do. Today, that is to deliver you to Tiburon as inconspicuously as possible, and I can only assume reasons exist for the secrecy. You should consider asking fewer questions.”

Walker noticed the captain pull the throttles back. “Diego and I have a small chore to complete here. You may wish to observe on the aft deck.”

Paulie left the vessel drifting aimlessly, with the motors off, and climbed down the ladder from his station on the bridge.
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